Introduction
Although cancer-related mortality has declined since the 1990s, it still remains a significant cause of death. 1 Nasopharyngeal carcinoma (NPC) is a common head and neck malignant tumor, and a poorly differentiated carcinoma of the nasopharyngeal mucosa. NPC has an incidence rate of approximately 1 in 100,000 individuals, with ethnic and geographical variations, and is relatively common in East and Southeast Asia. 2 It also has a high incidence in southern China, accounting for 15-18% of malignant tumors. 3 There are approximately 60,000 new cases, and more than half die every year in China. 4 One of the causes of death is metastasis of the cancer. It was reported that 90% of patients had lymph node metastasis when NPC was first diagnosed; of these, 5-10% already had distant metastasis. 5 Therefore, most patients with NPC already show middle and advanced stages of the disease when NPC diagnosis was confirmed. As a result, it is essential to identify early diagnostic indicators with reliable sensitivity and specificity. Platelets are the smallest cells in the blood and are a key source of circulating angiogenesis-related proteins. Platelets accelerate the growth and metastasis of tumor cells by regulating tumor cell growth and angiogenesis. 6 It is reported that thrombocytopenia is closely related to the progression of ovarian cancer 7 and gastrointestinal cancer, 8 which may be the mechanism by which platelets participate in the regulation of cancer-associated inflammation. Mean platelet volume/ platelet count ratio (MPV/PC ratio) and platelet distribution width (PDW) as platelet-related index have the advantage of ease of collection, low cost, and high repeatability, and are associated with the prognosis of laryngeal cancer, colorectal cancer, and breast cancer. 9-11 Therefore, we intended to explore the value of MPV/PC ratio and PDW to distinguish between patients with NPC, those with benign tumors of the nasopharynx, and healthy subjects.
Materials and Methods Patients
The data of patients who were initially diagnosed with NPC by postoperative pathology from January 2012 to February 2019 in the First Affiliated Hospital of Guangxi Medical University, China, were retrospectively analyzed. The following were the exclusion criteria: patients who (1) underwent treatment for NPC; (2) had other malignancies; (3) had infection; (4) had cardiovascular disease, hypertension, and diabetes mellitus; (5) had blood disease and anemia; or (6) were using antiplatelet drugs. All patients were clinically staged in accordance with the seventh edition of the American Joint Committee on Cancer (AJCC)/TNM tumor stage. Patients initially pathological diagnosed with benign tumors of the nasopharynx in our hospital during the same period as well as healthy subjects were included. There was no statistically significant difference in sex and age between the three groups (P=0.999, P=0.402, respectively). The Ethics
Committee of the first Affiliated Hospital of Guangxi Medical University approved the study.
Methods
Preoperative hematology was performed at the initial diagnosis of patients with NPC and those with benign tumors of the nasopharynx by postoperative pathology. Fasting venous blood was collected from healthy subjects, in ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid (EDTA) anticoagulant tubes in the morning.
All the blood parameters were tested using 4 . In accordance with the degree of lymph node metastasis, 90 cases were N0 and 118 cases were N1-N3. In the light of the situation of distant metastasis, M 0 was 198 cases and M 1 was 10 cases. The diagnosis of nasopharyngeal carcinoma and benign tumors of the nasopharynx was confirmed by postoperative pathology.
Statistical Analysis
In this study, data were analyzed using SPSS 20.0 software (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA). Hematological indices were presented as mean±standard deviation (SD), and categorical data were presented as number or rate. The Chi-square test was used to compare the rates. Graphs were drawn using GraphPad Prism 5 (GraphPad Software, San Diego, CA, USA). Differences in blood parameters between the three groups (patients with NPC, those with benign tumors of the nasopharynx, and healthy subjects) were analyzed using one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA). Differences in blood parameters were carried out to compare the three groups in pairs, using Tukey's test. Mann-Whitney U-test and Kruskal-Wallis rank sum test were used to assess the difference in blood parameters between pathological stages. MedCalc version 15.0 (MedCalc Software, Mariakerke, Belgium) was used to draw the ROC curve, in order to assess the sensitivity, specificity, optimal cutoff values as well as the area under the ROC curves of MPV/PC ratio in combined with PDW. P<0.05 was considered statistically significant.
Results
Comparison of laboratory variables between the three groups (patients with NPC, patients with benign tumors of the nasopharynx, and healthy subjects) showed a significant difference in MPV/PC ratio (P<0.001, Figure 1A ) and PDW (P<0.001, Figure 1B ). The MPV/PC ratio in the NPC group was significantly lower compared to those with benign tumors of the nasopharynx or healthy subjects. The PDW among patients with benign tumors of the nasopharynx was significantly lower than in the other two groups (NPC group vs. benign tumor group, P<0.001; NPC group vs. healthy subjects group, P<0.001; benign tumors of the nasopharynx group vs. healthy subjects group, P<0.001). The data from the three groups are summarized in Table 1 .
The characteristics of the clinicopathologic staging of MPV/PC ratio and PDW in 208 patients with NPC are shown in Table 2 . MPV/PC ratio showed statistically significant difference in different stages (P=0.034, Figure 2A ), and serosal invasion between the T 1 +T 2 and T 3 +T 4 groups (P<0.001, Figure 2B ), and in no difference was observed with PDW. Moreover, the value of MPV/PC ratio declined from early to late stages; on the contrary, the value of PDW increased in the late stage ( Table 2) .
The data of correlation analysis of laboratory variables of 208 patients with nasopharyngeal carcinoma were presented in Table 3 . Correlation analysis demonstrated that MPV/PC ratio was positively correlated with MPV (P<0.001, r=0.572), and negatively correlated with WBC (P<0.001, r=−0.317), M (P=0.005, r=−0.196), N (P<0.001, r=−0.345), PLT (P<0.001, r=−0.842), and serosal invasion (P<0.001, r= −0.288); PDW was negatively correlated with MPV (P<0.001, r=−0.505).
In ROC curve analysis, the AUC was between 0.5 and 1; and AUC between 0.5 and 0.7; between 0.7 and 0.9; and above 0.9, showed low, certain, and high accuracy, respectively. To distinguish between NPC and benign tumors of the nasopharynx, combined use of MPV/PC ratio and PDW (AUC MPV/PC ratio+PDW :0.708, 95% confidence Figure 4 ). The results also showed increased sensitivity and high accuracy (specificity: 95.06%, Table 4 ).
Discussion
It has been reported that inflammation is closely related to the development of tumors. 12, 13 PLT serves as one of the inflammatory markers with great importance in thrombosis, a factor in tumor development. 14, 15 A previous study has found that an increased level of PLT was associated with a poor overall survival in NPC patients. 16 However, PLT count does not accurately reflect abnormalities in PLT functional status. Under the effective compensation mechanism, hypercoagulability and inflammation may occur within the body even if PLT is normal. 17 Thus, two PLT-related indicators, MPV (an indicator of platelet activation) and PDW (an indicator of reflecting variations in platelet volume), can be derived. MPV and PDW are often used in the preliminary diagnosis and prognostic assessment of malignant tumors. Studies have shown that an inverse relationship exists between PLT and MPV, suggesting the combination of the two variables as a ratio. [18] [19] [20] MPV/PC ratio is used for the postmortem evaluation in patients with non-elevation myocardial infarction, 21 as well as for prognosis and diagnosis in non-small cell gastric cancer cases and lung cancer. 22, 23 Low MPV/PC ratio serves as a reference index for cirrhosis with ascites, infection, and some immune diseases. 24, 25 Our study showed that MPV/PC ratio was the lowest in the NPC group compared with the other two groups (patients with benign tumors of the nasopharynx and healthy subjects), which is similar to the results of the study by Pietrzyk et al. 22 Moreover, MPV/PC ratio also showed statistically significant differences in different stages and serosal invasions. The value of MPV/PC ratio decreased with increase in NPC pathological stages; all of which may suggest that MPV/PC ratio can be used to distinguish between patients with NPC and those with benign tumors of the nasopharynx or healthy subjects. Currently, it is thought that MPV/PC ratio may indicate the progression and metastasis of malignant tumors through an inflammatory tumor microenvironment. Low MPV/PC ratio is indicative of low MPV and high PLT. MPV is an indicator of PLTs' early activation state, and MPV has significance in the diagnosis of some malignant tumors. [26] [27] [28] As shown by our results, MPV and PLT showed the minimum and maximum levels in the NPC group, respectively, compared with the other two groups (patients with benign tumors of the nasopharynx and healthy subjects), which was similar to the findings by Bessman et al. 19 Moreover, MPV/PC ratio was correlated with MPV, WBC, M, N, PLT, and serosal invasion. During the inflammatory phase, increased consumption of a large number of PLT leads to the reduction in MPV. 29 Such reduction may account for high volume of platelets, which are more reactive and are likely to release chemicals with hemostasis and proinflammatory effects, thus participating in the inflammatory response. 30, 31 It aggravates endothelial damage, promotes cancer cell invasion, and lymph node metastasis; contributing to the development and metastasis of cancer. 17, 32 This better explains the involvement of the MPV/ PC ratio in the progression of tumor-associated inflammation. Changes in PDW level have been reported as a potential marker for the diagnosis and prognosis of laryngeal cancer, colorectal cancer, nasopharyngeal cancer, and liver cancer.
9,28,33,34 Paulus 35 showed in their study that the dysfunction of bone marrow cells could lead to changes in PDW. Bone marrow cell maturation and PLT size are regulated by some cytokines, including interleukin-6 granulocyte colonystimulating factor and macrophage colony-stimulating factor, 36 which promote tumor angiogenesis and metastasis. 37 Studies have shown that PDW increases in melanoma and gallbladder cancer. 38, 39 In our results, PDW showed a statistically significant difference between the three groups (patients with NPC, patients with benign tumors of the nasopharynx, and healthy subjects), with statistically significant differences when the three groups are compared in pairs.
Higher the NPC pathological staging the higher the PDW level, suggesting that the increase in PDW could be used to indicate the progression of NPC. Ultimately, in the ROC curve analysis, the AUC value was from 0.5 to 1; the closer the AUC value was to 1, the better was the diagnostic effect. AUC of between 0.7 and 0.9 and that above 0.9 showed certain and high accuracy, respectively. In our study, the combined use of MPV/PC ratio and PDW to distinguish between patients with NPC and benign tumors of the nasopharynx had a large AUC, increased specificity, and certain accuracy. Furthermore, the combined use of MPV/PC ratio and PDW to distinguish between patients with NPC and healthy subjects showed a large AUC, increased specificity, and high accuracy. Our study had some limitations. First, this is a retrospective study. Second, this was a single research center study, from China, in a certain population; hence, there is a need for larger prospective studies to clarify how MPV/PC ratio affects the progress and precise mechanism of NPC. Undoubtedly, this study is the first to explore the value of MPV/PC ratio in NPC, and to provide a reference for distinguishing between the diagnosis of NPC and others.
Conclusion
MPV/PC ratio and PDW may be used as indexes of NPC, MPV/PC ratio combined with PDW could be considered as significant laboratory indexes for differential diagnosis of NPC, benign tumors of the nasopharynx, and healthy subjects. This finding could enhance the detection of NPC. However, further large-scale prospective study is suggested.
Abbreviations AUC, area under the curve; CI, confidence interval; L, lymphocytes; M, monocytes; MPV, mean platelet volumes; MPV/PC ratio, mean platelet volume/platelet count ratio; N, neutrophils; NPC, nasopharyngeal carcinoma; PDW, platelet distribution width; PLT, platelets; RBC, red blood cells; ROC, receiver operating characteristic; WBC, white blood cell.
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